This paper discusses the effectiveness of using two task-types, dictogloss and opinion-gap tasks, in focus-on-form lessons to elicit language-related episodes (LREs) and produce modified output. The participants were 40 Form 6 students in a Malaysian secondary school in two intact classes. One group was taught using opinion-gap tasks and the other using dictogloss tasks. Results show that almost double the number of LREs was elicited in the dictogloss group compared to the opinion-gap group. However, more than 50% of the LREs in both groups were unresolved or wrongly resolved. These results imply the need to train learners to notice linguistic errors and engage in negotiations of form and meaning and could also indicate the need for teacher feedback on language use, perhaps during pre-task and post-task activities. The types of linguistic errors learners focused on might be an indication of learner developmental readiness which could influence task and text selection.
coined the term focus-on-form to refer to lessons with communicative activities and tasks as the core focus, but these lessons are interrupted by focus on linguistic problems as and when it is necessary to aid communication. He distinguishes between focus-on-form and focus-on-formS. A focus-on-form lesson would focus on communication, while language forms (e.g., grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation) are dealt with as and when the need arises in the course of meaning-making. On the other hand, a focus-on-formS lesson would have language forms as the central focus. For instance, a typical P-P-P lesson, with grammar presentation, practice, and production would fall under the focus-on-formS category. Long and Robinson (1998) summarise the three options of second language (L2) instruction with focus-on-form as a middle option on the focus-on-formS and focus on meaning continuum, as shown in Figure 1 Though focus-on-formS instruction appears to facilitate learning as measured by discrete-point language tests, there is little evidence to show that it results in increased accuracy during oral communication. For example, a meta-analysis study conducted by Norris and Ortega (2000) , in which they reviewed 49 studies, mainly of the focus-on-formS kind, found that the effectiveness of the instruction was markedly reduced when it was measured in terms of learners' ability to use targeted structure spontaneously in communication.
On the other hand, a pure focus on meaning during lessons, as advocated by Prabhu (1987) in his procedural syllabus, has been deemed insufficient for L2 learning beyond the critical period. This is in line with Lenneberg's (1967) critical period hypothesis, which stipulates that children who are L2 learners would acquire the target language to a native-like level given the appropriate exposure to the language. However, adults would not achieve native-like levels of the L2 as they have passed the developmental, or critical, period.
The shortcomings of focus-on-formS instruction and purely communicative lessons, as proven by theory and empirical research, have led some researchers (e.g., Long, 1991; Ellis et al., 2001 Ellis et al., , 2002 Loewen, 2004) to suggest that an approach based on focus-on-form would work better in facilitating second language acquisition.
The current study used tasks as the organizing principle, as SLA researchers have recognized the potential of task-based instruction to create more opportunities to negotiate meaning than traditional instruction (e.g., Long, 1985 Long, , 1991 Robinson, 2001) . DeKeyser (2001) also points out that task-based language teaching is particularly useful in facilitating the development of accuracy in language production. Pica (1994) highlights that communication tasks allow for comprehension, feedback, and modified output. For the current study, two task-typesdictogloss and opinion-gap -were used as they have differing cognitive demands. A dictogloss task (Wajnryb, 1990) consists of a series of stages. First, learners listen to a short, dense passage during which they are instructed to listen only and not write anything down. Secondly, they listen to the passage a second time and may jot down notes. Thirdly, when working in pairs or small groups, learners pool their notes together and attempt to reconstruct their own written version of the passage. Finally, each group presents their passage to the class. The opinion-gap task requires students to give their opinions based on given topics. First, they jot down their own ideas. Then, they discuss their opinions in small groups. Finally, each group presents their collective opinion which has been written in one paragraph.
Theoretical Background
The focus on comprehensible modified output is in line with Swain's (1995) comprehensible output hypothesis. According to Swain (1995) , output serves three main functions. It prompts learners to test hypotheses, allows learners to notice gaps in language use, and acts as a springboard for metalinguistic awareness. The idea of bringing learners' attention to gaps in their language use is what is termed as "noticing" (Schmidt, 1990) . Through his noticing hypothesis, Schmidt (1990) argues that noticing would facilitate learning and "those who notice most learn most, and it may be that those who notice most are those who pay attention most, as a general disposition or on particular occasions" (p. 144). The comprehensible output hypothesis and noticing hypothesis have laid the foundation for focus-on-form instruction.
A variable manipulated in the study is task complexity. Task complexity is closely related to the information processing demand and cognitive load a learner deals with in the course of completing a task (Robinson, 2001 ). Ishikawa (2006) states that task complexity can be viewed as the task's inherent information processing demands that can be graded, sequenced, and manipulated by the teacher. Robinson (2001) , through his cognition hypothesis, argues that increasing the cognitive demands of L2 tasks will lead to greater attention to output, heightened noticing, and greater processing of input. As a result, interlanguage development is accelerated, as there is ample opportunity to notice and attend to linguistic gaps.
Contrary to Robinson's cognition hypothesis, Skehan (1998) , through his limited capacity model, takes Van Patten's (1990) stance that learners would lose attention to form when they have to deal largely with content. Skehan (1998) argues that human beings have a limited capacity to process information. As a result, task content and language accuracy are in competition with each other for a learner's attention. Thus, more complex tasks will demand more attention on content, resulting in less attention given to language use. In the case of the current study, the opinion-gap task, which is more cognitively demanding than the dictogloss task, is expected to result in more attention given to content, thus adversely affecting language repair.
Language-Related Episodes (LREs) / Metatalk
Language-Related Episodes (LREs) are segments of learner interaction in which learners either talk about or question their own or others' language use within the context of carrying out a given task in the L2 (Swain, 1998; Swain & Lapkin, 2001) . Swain (1998) uses the terms LREs and metatalk interchangeably. The important aspect is that during LREs / metatalk, learners attempt to make connections between meaning, forms, and / or functions (Swain, 1998) . More specifically, LREs include instances in which learners may (a) question the meaning of a linguistic item; (b) question the correctness of the spelling / pronunciation of a word; (c) question the correctness of a grammatical form; or (d) implicitly or explicitly correct their own or another's usage of a word, form or structure (Swain, 1998) . In addition, LREs may include the use of metalinguistic terminology or the articulation of a rule; however, in most cases they do not (Swain, 1998) . Swain further explains that it is through LREs that learners notice erroneous utterances, and formulate hypotheses, while engaging in other language learning processes such as comprehending.
LREs have received considerable attention in focus-on-form research given that this kind of attention to form "may serve the function of helping students to understand the relationship between meaning, forms, and function in a highly context-sensitive situation" (Swain, 1998, p. 69) . Furthermore, these episodes may represent language learning in progress (Swain, 1998; Swain & Lapkin, 2001 ). Prabhu (1987) identifies three types of tasks -information-gap, reasoning-gap, and opinion-gap. Each task-type requires different levels of cognitive processes. An opinion-gap task involves identifying and articulating a personal preference, feeling, or attitude. An example would be taking part in a discussion about a social issue. A reasoning-gap task involves deriving some new information from given information using practical reasoning. An example would be working out a teacher's timetable based on a set of class timetables. An information-gap task involves the sharing of information to solve a problem, gather information, or make a decision. For example, one student is given an airline timetable with only the arrival times, whereas another student is given the same timetable with only the departure times. The two students will then have to ask each other appropriate questions to complete their respective timetables, so that they both have the planes' departure and arrival times. The dictogloss task is a form of information-gap task (Wajnryb, 1990 ). Wajnryb further explains that learners are faced with the information-gap when they begin the text reconstruction. This gap exists between their knowledge-to-date (what they remember and what they jot down during the dictation) and the task to be completed. Thus, they have to draw on their knowledge of language use and negotiate with other members of the group to produce a grammatically sound and textually cohesive piece of writing.
Dictogloss Tasks and Opinion-Gap Tasks
Underlying Prabhu's evaluation of the three task-types is his conviction that for tasks to be successful they need to instigate "negotiation" which Prabhu defines as "moving up and down a given line of thought or logic" (Prabhu, 1987, p. 46) . In his study, Prabhu (1987) found that reasoning-gap tasks were the most effective in promoting negotiation as some support was provided by the task as well as the teacher. Information-gap tasks, on the other hand, resulted in less negotiation because they did not require students to formulate their own meanings, while opinion-gap tasks proved to be the least successful in promoting negotiation. Prabhu argued that this is so because they were open-ended and students felt insecure in expressing their own feelings and opinions as there is no definite answer or outcome.
Based on Prabhu's argument, it could be deduced that while engaged in an opinion-gap task, students would struggle with the processing of meaning and producing output. This, in turn, could affect the amount of attention given to language use. This is in line with Skehan's limited capacity model, where Skehan argues that when learners reach their attentional limit, they will prioritize processing of meaning over processing of language forms. In the context of the current study, this could mean that learners would focus more on producing intended content, rather than engage in LREs to produce correct forms when conveying meaning.
Recent research on focus-on-form has sought ways to draw learners' attention to linguistic forms without isolating these forms from their meaningful context; dictogloss tasks have sometimes been used in these investigations (e.g., Kowal & Swain, 1997; Qin, 2008) . As one of the leading researchers in the use of tasks in a focus-on-form context, Swain (1998) argues that while engaged in a dictogloss task, L2 learners' attention could be drawn to target forms during LREs while the primary focus is meaning. In other words, L2 learners would negotiate both form and meaning while attempting to reconstruct the text given. During the course of completing the task, learners can be prompted (by the teacher or other learners) to notice linguistic problems and engage in discussions of language forms so that meaning becomes clearer (Swain, 1998; Swain & Lapkin, 2001 ).
Statement of the Problem
Many institutions of higher learning in Malaysia use English as the medium of instruction, whether it is for the sciences or social sciences. In light of this, the government has placed greater importance in the mastering of the English language especially among Form 6, pre-U, and matriculation students. This is reflected by the inception of an English language proficiency test for the above-mentioned students, named the Malaysian University English Test (MUET). Introduced in 1999, the test consists of four separate papers on the four language skills: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. The results of this test, ranging from Band 1 (lowest) to Band 6 (highest), help determine a candidate's proficiency level for the purpose of entering local universities. Even though the MUET assesses candidates on the four language skills, it has the most impact on the speaking assessment, as the fewer number of candidates, compared to other national school exams, allow for a relatively longer and more intensive test of oral ability (Arshad Abd. Samad, 2004) . However, results of this test in the past few years show that candidates are not good users of the language, as they are unable to express their ideas effectively due to "poor control of language" (Dhillon, 2004) . This is said to be true for both their writing and speaking components. Thus, there is a need to look into teaching practices in preparing candidates for this test. Grammar errors could perhaps be reduced with the use of sound correction or feedback techniques, and literature has pointed to focus-on-form instruction as one of the most apt options.
Research Questions
The purpose of the study is to examine the LREs that occurred during meaning-focused lessons using dictogloss and opinion-gap tasks. Specifically, the study addressed the following questions: a. What are the distributions of outcomes in LREs? b. What are the grammatical items focused on when learners engage in dictogloss and opinion-gap tasks?
Research Procedures Two intact groups from a secondary school were selected. The decision to use intact groups from the same English syllabus as the subjects of the study was made in order to control the length and type of exposure to formal English language instruction during the period of study. The study used a quasi-experimental between-groups research design as it contains comparison between independent groups. The participants were 40 Form 6 students (18 year-olds) who will be sitting for the MUET at the end of the year. These students were chosen because previous research has shown that focuson-form works best with adult learners who are motivated (Ellis, 2001; Loewen, 2004) . The groups of students in Form 6 are generally high academic achievers and on the verge of adulthood. Thus, they are deemed appropriate as participants for the research. Furthermore, the opinion-gap tasks used in the study would correspond to the requirements of their MUET components as these students would have to sit for an oral test of an opinion-gap task-type.
The researchers developed and adapted pedagogical tasks for use in the two classes. For a period of two weeks, one class was taught using dictogloss tasks, while the other class was taught using opinion-gap tasks. In designing the tasks, we sought to make them as parallel as possible in terms of topic and content (see Appendix). In both classes, students were divided into groups of four. Prior to the lessons, students in the dictogloss group were given explanations about the procedure for the dictogloss task. They were told that they would listen to the reading of a text twice, and that they could write down notes during the second reading. Then they would discuss their notes with members of their group to reconstruct the text. They were also told to make sure that their reconstructed passage, written in one paragraph, was as accurate as possible in terms of content and language use. Meanwhile, the students in the opinion-gap group were told that they would be given five minutes to write short notes based on a given topic, after which they would pool their ideas with other group members and write out their discussion coherently in one paragraph. They were also instructed that each group must make sure that its paragraph was as accurate as possible in terms of language use. The instructions ensured that the task conditions in both groups were as similar as possible. The learners in both the dictogloss and opinion-gap groups had approximately five minutes of individual work -jotting down notes while the teacher read the text (dictogloss) and jotting down ideas based on a given topic (opinion-gap). This was then followed by approximately 20 minutes of group work, where learners in the dictogloss group attempted to reconstruct a text, while learners in the opinion-gap group discussed a given topic.
During the lessons, discussions were audio-recorded. Upon listening to the recording, the LREs were identified, transcribed, and later coded according to their outcomes. According to Swain (1998) , the LREs fall into one of three possible outcomes: outcome 1 is when the problem or question was solved correctly; outcome 2 is when LREs were left unresolved or abandoned; outcome 3 is when LREs were resolved incorrectly. Thus the coding categories are as follows:
Outcome 1: Correctly resolved Outcome 2: Unresolved/abandoned Outcome 3: Incorrectly resolved
The number of times LREs occurred during classroom discourse was tabulated, presented in frequency counts, and categorized into the three outcomes of LREs. Analysis and interpretations of data would show the similarities and differences in using dictogloss and opinion-gap task types in relation to the types and outcomes of linguistic problems.
Results and Discussion
The LREs were coded according to their outcomes and linguistic focus. The following are examples of the coding scheme. Table 1 shows a striking difference in the number of LREs generated by the two tasks. Specifically, the results show that the dictogloss generated almost twice as many LREs as the opinion-gap task (32 vs. 17). This result supports Schmidt's (1990) argument that the more cognitively challenging task (in this case, the opinion-gap task) would "overload" the limited capacity system, thus resulting in less noticing of errors. The higher rate of noticing among learners during the dictogloss task can also be explained by Nassaji's claim that "while coconstructing a passage, the students will come to notice their grammatical strengths and weaknesses, and then try to overcome these weaknesses when co-producing the text" (2000, p. 247) . This result would imply that teachers need to be aware of cognitive loads inherent in tasks to ensure that noticing of errors is not sidelined.
It is also interesting to note that more than half of the LREs, for both groups, were either unresolved or incorrectly resolved. The result might imply the need to train students to notice erroneous forms and engage in collaborative dialogue to resolve them in LREs. In a study involving 81 matriculation (pre-university) students, Maskanah Mohammad Lotfie (2007) found using reformulation and enhancement techniques useful in encouraging students to notice errors. The learners were also trained to correct these errors, and finally evaluate whether the corrections were accurate or otherwise.
The current study also identified the linguistic items learners focused on during LREs. The table below shows the distribution of grammatical items, vocabulary, and pronunciation problems that were dealt with during LREs. Based on Tables 2 and 3 , it can be concluded that, for both groups, the LREs mostly focused on tenses (18.8% and 29.4%), subject-verb agreement (28.1% and 17.6%), and vocabulary (23.5% and 25%) . The heavy focus on vocabulary is similar to results found by Williams (1999) . In a small-scale study involving eight participants, she found that the focus of the learners' LREs was on lexical meaning rather than syntax. The result would probably indicate the learners' stage of developmental readiness. Learner readiness is closely linked to the learner's existing knowledge systems and processing capacities (Lightbown & Spada, 1999) . This information can be used by teachers to provide tasks and content that would elicit linguistic items in LREs based on the learners' stage of readiness. For example, dictogloss tasks can be manipulated by teachers to elicit target language items using input floods or input enhancement techniques. This means that the texts used are loaded with the target linguistic items; to reconstruct the texts, learners would have to use these grammatical or lexical items. Thus, learners are expected to deal with linguistic problems during the course of reconstructing the passage with making meaning being the driving force.
Conclusions
The study shows the preliminary results on the facilitative effects of LREs on language learning. Specifically, the study's aim is to investigate the distribution, outcomes, and focus of LREs while learners are engaged in two types of tasks. There are, however, some limitations to the research. Given the small number of participants (n = 40) involved in the study and the short period of time for data collection, the results cannot be generalized to other contexts. However, the results do provide some insights into the effects of tasks on LREs and could act as reference for further research to be carried out with a larger and more diverse population of students.
The first research question attempted to determine the distribution of LREs and their outcomes in the two groups. A striking point is that almost double the number of LREs was elicited in the dictogloss group compared to the opinion-gap group. This result appears to support Skehan's (1998) contention that providing support or information (in the form of texts, notes, or pictures) to learners during a task could free up their attention, which could then be directed to other goals (e.g., language accuracy). The results also indicate that more than 50% of the LREs were unresolved or wrongly resolved. Perhaps this shows that this particular group of learners requires training in noticing linguistic errors and collaboratively correcting these errors, thus producing correct modified output. Some of the techniques that could be used for "noticing training" include reformulation and enhancement techniques. (Enhancement techniques include making target grammar items or linguistic features in the input salient to learners (White, Spada, Lightbown, & Ranta, 1991) . One way is by using various typographical highlighting techniques such as underlining, boldfacing, and italicizing the intended grammar items.) The results could also indicate the need for teacher feedback on language use, perhaps during teacher-fronted pre-task and post-task activities. Further studies could be conducted on types of feedback teachers could give to ensure greater noticing of errors and correct reformulation of errors.
The second research question identified the linguistic items learners focused on during LREs. The results show that tenses, subject-verb agreement, and vocabulary received the most attention from learners. This result might be an indication of learner developmental readiness to notice and understand certain language features. Teachers could then use this information to gear their lessons toward dealing with these linguistic problems through, for instance, the use of input flooding or input enhancement, with texts and tasks that naturally require learners to use intended linguistic items.
This study could help teachers determine types of tasks to use in their classrooms. It has shown that the cognitive loads of tasks, in terms of provision of contextual support, could affect the number of LREs that occur during group-work. Also, learners might have difficulties in noticing errors and collaboratively producing correct modified output. Thus, they might need training in noticing errors. In addition, teachers need to rethink their role during task-based lessons to ensure interlanguage development.
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